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Free speech as it pertains to university campuses has been a topic of debate for decades. Over the 
years, it has developed and transformed into the debate we see happening today. Where once we 
saw students calling for the censorship of communists, today we see students calling to outlaw 
“hate speech”. Although the extent to which speech should be restricted remains in contention, 
it’s important to understand why some schools are friendlier towards free speech in order to 
better recognize the utility of free speech on university campuses.   
While universities, in particular public universities, are beholden to the First Amendment and 
therefore must maintain some level of protection of free speech, the attitudes held by faculty and 
university administrators can impact how these protections are enforced.   
Since 2006, The Foundation for Individual Rights in Education (FIRE) has surveyed 
universities’ speech codes and assigned a “red light”, “yellow light”, or “green light” rating 
based on the extent to which their written speech codes restrict protected speech. Private schools 
can also be given a “Warning” rating when they clearly and consistently state that they hold 
certain values above free speech.  
These ratings, however, do not take into account “as-applied” violations of speech rights 
meaning that if a violation occurs outside the scope of the written speech codes, the school’s 
rating will not be affected. For example, if a green light institution has several speakers silenced 
by means of the heckler’s veto, their rating will remain a green light.   
While a green light rating indicates that a school has stated a strong dedication to protecting free 
speech on paper, these protections are too often not upheld.  
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For example, in 2018 Emory University, a green light institution, placed a professor on indefinite 
suspension after he used the n-word in a lecture discussing a civil rights case as well as during a 
subsequent discussion with a student about the initial controversy. The professor, Paul Zwier, 
was also banned from campus. The school’s then interim dean recommended that Zwier be 
terminated arguing that Zwier’s speech negatively impacted the school’s reputation. However, 
Zwier was reinstated on March 4th 2020 on the recommendation of a faculty hearing. 
Although Zwier was eventually reinstated, his lengthy suspension and investigation as well as 
the dean’s termination recommendation are not consistent with the university’s green light 
rating. As the university’s speech codes state, “Emory University… is built on the assumption 
that contention among different views is positive and necessary for the expansion of knowledge, 
both for the University itself and as a training ground for society at large.”  
More recently, Kansas State University, which has also been given a green light rating by FIRE, 
announced on June 26th 2020 in a tweet that the university would be “…launching an immediate 
review of the university’s options” in response to a petition calling to ban the conservative 
student group, America First Students. A member of the student group, Jaden McNeil tweeted 
about the killing of George Floyd saying, “Congratulations to George Floyd on being drug free 
for an entire month!”. This reaction by the university is inconsistent with their policy on free 
speech and expression which states that “…it is not the proper role of the University to attempt 
to shield individuals from ideas and opinions they find unwelcome, disagreeable, or even deeply 
offensive.” Even if McNeil is ultimately cleared, investigations into students’ protected speech 
discourages students from speaking out in the future thereby contradicting the university’s stated 
commitment to upholding free and open dialogue.  
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While most schools do not place severe restrictions on protected speech, their written 
commitments to speech are often not consistent with how speech is regarded.  It is clear too that 
some schools hold more favorable attitudes towards free speech than others. What can schools 
do then, to signal genuine commitment to free speech?  
Many schools have taken the initiative to endorse the Chicago Statement, a report released by the 
University of Chicago in 2014 stating the university’s responsibility to protect free and open 
inquiry. As of the publishing of this paper, 156 schools have endorsed the Chicago Statement1. 
While this seemingly bodes well for campus free speech rights, like the written speech codes that 
are too often ignored, the endorsements may be inconsequential. Upon a cursory glance of 
FIRE’s case archives2 it is abundantly clear that schools have no qualms about shirking written 
speech commitments. The Chicago Statement may be an attempt by universities to remain 
accountable to their speech commitments, however, it is plausible that it is just another in a line 
of meaningless signals. Subsequently, the primary goal of this thesis is to answer the question, is 





1 The list of schools that have endorsed the Chicago Statement is constantly expanding. Over the course 
of this project, eight schools endorsed the statement. 
2 When a school violates a campus member's free speech , FIRE may step in and address the violation 





Why Should Universities Care About Free Speech? 
There are substantial debates concerning the proper role of speech in society, and university 
campuses amplify many of these issues. While free speech has had a long and tumultuous history 
on American university campuses, its many proponents have maintained its presence on 
campuses. They argue that as a place “where ideas begin,” (Horwitz, 2013) universities have a 
vested interest in ensuring its protection both on campus and among general society. Without 
unrestricted free speech, ideas, of however little value they may be, can be censored and remain 
unexplored. However, offensive, insulting, or otherwise unfavorable speech can undermine the 
intentions of the First Amendment – to allow for free and open discussion – by fostering a hostile 
environment and is perhaps therefore not protected by the Constitution. Or, if it does fall under 
constitutionally protected speech, universities may have a legitimate motive to regulate such 
speech for the betterment of the campus community. Although both these options present 
difficulties, it is vitally important that universities assess the role that speech should play on their 
campuses and how that role plays into the greater purpose of discovering knowledge. 
For the majority of conversations that occur on campus, even those that may be uncomfortable in 
nature, there is a consensus that they should not be regulated. Students and faculty regularly 
engage in discussions on what may be considered hot button issues like religion or politics 
without a problem. Likewise, there are cases when people generally agree that speech should be 
restricted. These cases include, but are not limited to, fighting words, incitement, and libel.  
The divergence of opinion on protected speech begins in a gray area that is referred to as hate 
speech. There is no strict definition of hate speech, but it generally refers to any speech that is 
offensive or threatening and directed at a particular group, especially on the basis of 
characteristics like race or sex. While the Supreme Court has repeatedly upheld protections for 
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hate speech3, there are arguments that hate speech should be restricted as it is “calculated to 
undermine [people’s dignity]”(Waldron, 2012) with some going so far as to equate it to 
violence4.  
From this perspective, allowing hate speech, or otherwise offensive or vulgar speech, not only 
creates a hostile environment but actively impedes the university’s ability to achieve its mission. 
By stripping people of their dignity, it can be interpreted that their views are unwelcome thereby 
excluding valuable thought from conversation. It is then necessary that such speech be 
prevented, or at the very least heavily discouraged, whether through safe spaces, speech codes, or 
even laws. 
The problem with going down this path of suppressing bad speech is that once the power to 
suppress speech has been handed over, that power will inevitably be used to suppress good 
speech. When given the power to suppress speech, college administrators have historically 
suppressed civil rights activists just as they have suppressed white supremacists.  
It would, perhaps, be harmless to curb hate speech if its definition were narrow and strict. 
Afterall, it is generally not disputed that the use of, for example, racial slurs provides little value 
to discourse. However, there exists no consistent standard for what constitutes hate speech and 
many definitions include more than just racial slurs. When Matsuda (1989) presented an 
argument for censoring hate speech, she defined hate speech as “racist messages” which have 
been “collectively and internationally rejected”. By this definition, ideas must have their value 
 
3 Most recently in Matal v. Tam (2017), the court stated that “Speech may not be banned on the ground that it 
expresses ideas that offend.” 
4 Collins (2010) referred to hate speech as “verbal violence”, saying that such speech “…can be equally, if not more, 
devastating to it’s victims [than physical or sexual acts of violence]” 
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decided upon before they are allowed to be presented implying that some ideas are more worthy 
than others and that the worthiness of these ideas are liable to change.  
The obligation that universities have not only to discover and disseminate knowledge, but also to 
prepare students to engage in potentially offensive debate and consider unsavory ideas outweighs 
the desire to provide a comforting and inclusive environment. The very nature of academia is to 
be critical of arguments. This necessitates that all arguments are allowed to be presented so that 
they can be thoroughly evaluated. More likely than not, ideas that are widely found to be hateful, 
and would therefore be the target of hate speech codes, will be met with forceful rejection 
through debate. 
Although the idea of prohibiting offensive and hateful speech may sound attractive ultimately, 
uninhibited free speech must be present at a university for it to be able to achieve its mission. To 
that end, universities should take great care in preserving the free speech rights of their campus 
community.  In the pursuit of truth, there is risk of discomfort and offense, but universities 
should seek to alleviate these concerns by encouraging open debate not engaging in censorship.  
A Brief History of Speech Debates on College Campuses 
Contemporary free speech debates began in the McCarthy era of the 1940s and 1950s with the 
second red scare bringing about legislation that attempted to silence communism. The rising 
tension between the United States and the USSR was felt on college campuses where students 
and faculty who expressed pro-communist sentiments were often punished. In 1951, New 
Hampshire passed a law that made “subversive persons” ineligible for state employment and 
authorized the attorney general to investigate such persons. Suspected to be in violation of this 
law, University of New Hampshire guest lecturer, Paul M. Sweezy was subpoenaed by the 
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attorney general and questioned about the contents of his lecture. When Sweezy refused to 
comply with questioning, the attorney general obtained a petition to compel Sweezy’s response, 
which Sweezy still refused. On an appeal in 1957 the Supreme Court found that the petition 
unconstitutionally invaded Sweezy’s rights of expression and association.  
The civil rights era of the 1960s and 1970s saw a new zeal for free speech. In the 1964-65 
academic year, the Free Speech Movement took place on the campus of the University of 
California at Berkeley. Inspired by the nationwide civil rights struggle, the Free Speech 
Movement demanded that the university lift restrictions on political speech. The university 
acquiesced, and schools across the nation followed suit, paving the way for future protests and 
demonstrations on college campuses. The Supreme Court also continued to expand protections 
of free speech embracing the notion that freedom of speech guaranteed by the first amendment 
means protecting vulgar or offensive speech. As Justice John Marshall Harlan II said in the 1971 
Supreme Court case Cohen V. California, “[o]ne man’s vulgarity is another’s lyric”.  
The attacks on free speech began to concentrate more on college campuses in the 1980s and 
1990s as schools began admitting more women and minorities. While students had fought during 
the 1960s against universities acting in loco parentis, the 1980s saw a new brand of in loco 
parentis. University administrations enacted speech codes that barred “offensive speech”. These 
codes effectively discriminated against certain kinds of speech by punishing language that may 
offend students on the basis of their race, gender, religion, or sexual orientation. The Supreme 
Court continued to uphold free speech though, striking down university speech codes that were 
overly broad or restrictive. In a 1995 Supreme Court case, Stanford University’s speech codes 
were struck down on the grounds that the codes restricted more than just fighting words by 
including insulting language. Although Stanford is a private university, their speech codes 
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violated Leonard Law5 which applied First Amendment speech protections to private universities 
in California.  
The Modern Free Speech Debate 
Today, we see a very similar debate happening on college campuses. On one side are those who 
believe that speech that is overly offensive, especially to minority groups, or “hate speech”, 
constitutes violence and therefore is not protected under the constitution. Opposite to this are 
those who believe that robust protections of speech are necessary for universities to achieve their 
shared goal which, as Keith E. Whittington put it in Speak Freely, is “…accumulating and 
sharing our collective knowledge of the world and fostering an environment of constant 
learning.”  
While the former’s claim appears to come from a place of sensitivity and inclusivity, it is 
ultimately antithetical to the modern university’s mission. To fulfill this mission of producing 
and disseminating knowledge, universities must foster an environment dedicated to 
experimentation and debate. Such an environment can only exist where robust protections of free 
speech are in place.  
Inherent to the goal of producing knowledge, is the goal of discovering truth. If not all opinions 
are allowed to be presented and evaluated the truth cannot be known with certainty.  Those who 
support restricting “hate speech” argue that if offensive speech is permitted then some members 
of the community may not feel welcome to share their opinions and, in extreme cases, face a 
legitimate threat. This perspective is flawed though, as pure free speech allows for a rational 
discussion to be had and for a defense against offensive language whereas restrictive speech 
 
5 Leonard Law is a California law passed in 1992 that applied the First Amendment as well as Article 1, Section 2 of 
the California Constitution to colleges and universities in the state. 
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codes stop discussions before they even take place. While it might seem like the moral thing to 
do, banning hateful speech ultimately presents a greater threat to universities and the pursuit of 
truth than the risk of causing offense does. After all, students did not spend decades breaking 
down in loco parentis only to see it reinvigorated.  
The Chicago Statement  
Chiming into this debate on the side of upholding free speech, the University of Chicago’s 
Committee on Freedom of Expression issued the “Report of the Committee on Freedom of 
Expression” in July of 2014.  This report, often referred to as simply the “Chicago Statement”, 
expresses the university’s commitment to upholding freedom of speech and expression even 
when “the ideas put forth are thought by some or even by most members of the University 
community to be offensive, unwise, immoral, or wrong-headed.” 
The Chicago Statement follows in the footsteps of previous reports that emphasize universities’ 
commitment to free and open inquiry. These statements include  the American Association of 
University Professors’ “Declaration of Principles”, Yale University’s “Woodward Report”, and 
the University of Chicago’s prior “Kalven Report”. 
Since its release, many universities have chosen to endorse the Chicago Statement, indicating 
their shared priority of protecting free speech rights of the campus community. Although not 
necessarily green light schools, these schools have demonstrated their commitment to promoting 
freedom of debate. By taking the initiative to endorse the Chicago Statement, these schools have 






Despite the utility that free speech offers to universities, students are not always keen on 
exercising their free speech rights. In a 2017 FIRE survey, Naughton found that a majority of 
students have engaged in self censoring in the classroom. When asked if they have stopped 
themselves from sharing an idea or opinion in the classroom, 54% of students agreed that they 
had.  
I have witnessed this self-censorship firsthand. Depending on ideology, 24.1% to 67.9% of 
students at UNC have engaged in self-censorship at least once in class and many have done so 
several times in a single class (Larson et al., 2020).  
The impulse to self-censor is a result of peer pressure. Larson et al. found that the most 
prominent reasons students at UNC self-censor is because they are concerned that fellow 
students or instructors would lower their opinion of them. FIRE also found that almost half of 
students (48%) self-censor because they thought another student might judge them and almost a 
third (30%) self-censor over concerns of offending their peers.  
While it’s unclear why students feel this pressure to self-censor, the pressure may stem from 
negative attitudes towards free speech. Although a majority of students (92%) agree that it is 
important to be a part of a campus community where they are exposed to contrary opinions, 
almost half (45%) might avoid a peer that made a statement they found offensive (Naughton, 
2017). Additionally, while a majority of students (92%) agreed that having guest speakers on 
campus is important, more than half (56%) agree that there are times when a college should 
rescind a speaker’s invitation after the event has been announced. Even though both these 
sentiments express a desire to foster open discourse, that discourse comes with limitations and 
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implies negative ramifications for students who don’t conform to what is deemed acceptable 
speech.  
Attitudes towards speech vary depending on political party. Naughton found that Democratic 
students are 19 percentage points more likely to agree that there are times when a speaker should 
be disinvited than Republican students. Interestingly though, Republican students are 32 
percentage points more likely to agree that they should not have to walk past protests on campus 
than Democratic students. In a Cato Institute survey, Ekins (2017) found that a majority of 
Democratic respondents (66%) agreed that hate speech is an act of violence while a majority of 
Republican responders (58%) disagreed. 
Attitudes towards speech vary depending on race as well. Ekins  found that white respondents 
were more likely than African American and Latino respondents to oppose a law that made it 
illegal to say offensive or insulting things about white people, African Americans, and Hispanics. 
In the same survey, a majority of white respondents (54%) disagreed that colleges have a 
responsibility to protect students from offensive speech while a majority of both African 
American (74%) and Latino (74%) respondents agreed. Naughton also found that Black and 
Latino students are 25 and 18 percentage points, respectively, more likely than White students to 
agree that it is important to not be exposed to offensive or intolerant ideas. 
Women are less likely to hold favorable attitudes towards free speech than men. Cato found that 
a majority of female respondents (64%) agree that colleges are obligated to protect students from 
offensive speech while a majority of male respondents (56%) disagree. Women are also more 
likely than men to believe that hate speech constitutes violence – in the same survey, a majority 
of female respondents (63%) said that hate speech is an act of violence whereas a majority of 
male respondents (56%) said that hate speech is not an act of violence.  
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Consistent with the argument that free speech is integral to the university’s mission, people with 
more education hold more favorable attitudes towards free speech. When asked about 
government prevention of hate speech, Ekins found that respondents with some college and 
college graduates were 6 percentage points and 10 percentage points, respectively, more likely to 
respond that people should be allowed to express unpopular or offensive opinions in public. 
Likewise, respondents with some or more college were 10 to 23 percentage points more likely 
than respondents with no college to disagree that colleges are obligated to protect students from 
offensive speech.   
Theory 
The Chicago Statement as Indicative of Positive Free Speech Attitudes 
Were an endorsement of the Chicago Statement to be indicative of genuine positive attitudes 
towards free speech, we would expect schools with characteristics associated with positive 
attitudes to be more likely to endorse the statement. Women’s colleges and minority serving 
institutions would be less likely to endorse because of the negative attitudes that women and 
minorities hold towards free speech. Schools in more Democratic districts would also be less 
likely to endorse the statement. Additionally, because of the value that free speech holds to the 
university’s core mission, schools that are more research intensive would be more likely to 
endorse the statement. 
The Chicago Statement as a Signal 
It may be the case that schools endorse the Chicago Statement in order to signal a set of values 
that they believe prospective students and donors would find favorable rather than as a results of 
a genuine commitment to free speech. Because people generally hold positive attitudes towards 
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free speech6, it would follow that schools would want to signal their positive attitudes towards 
free speech. If so, we would expect to see more prestigious schools to be more likely to endorse 
the statement.  
Data and Methodology 
This analysis is broken up into two parts. Parts one examines the characteristics of universities. 
Part two examines the relationship between an endorsement of the Chicago Statement and 
schools’ speech codes. 
Data Collection and Cleaning 
To obtain a sample of schools, I took a random sample of 150 schools from the Carnegie 
Classification database. Because less than 5% of schools in the database have endorsed the 
Chicago statement, the complete list of schools that have endorsed the statement were included 
in the sample as well to ensure reliable estimates could be produced. Ten of the schools that have 
endorsed the statement were not in the Carnegie database and were therefore excluded from the 
analysis resulting in a final sample size of 296. 
Data are from a variety of sources. The dependent variable, endorsement of the Chicago 
Statement, comes from FIRE’s website. FIRE is continuously compiling a list of schools that 
have endorsed the Chicago Statement as well as the method by which they endorsed – officially 
adopted, affirmed by a faculty senate, or affirmed by a governing body (either a board of 
governors or boards of trustees). This variable was recoded as a factor variable with three levels 
 





– no endorsement, external endorsement (endorsement by a board of governors or board of 
trustees), and internal endorsement (endorsement by official adoption or by approval of a faculty 
senate). This order was chosen, as opposed to creating a dummy variable, to capture the gravity 
an endorsement of the statement would hold within a campus. Therefore, an internal 
endorsement would hold more weight because it was a decision made by members of the campus 
community rather than by an external force. 
The following independent variables come the Carnegie Classification 2018 dataset: research 
level, minority institution flag, and women’s college flag. Both minority institution flag and 
women’s college flag are dummy variables that take the value 1 to indicate they are a minority 
institution and women’s college, respectively. The dataset contains a basic classification variable 
for the years 2005, 2010, 2015, and 2018 that classifies universities based on the level of 
research activity, program size, and type of degrees conferred by each university. Each 
classification variable was first condensed from thirty-three categories to four categories based 
on the research intensity of the school. The recoded categories are as follows: 0 indicates the 
school awards fewer than twenty research/scholarship doctorates and is therefore not considered 
a research university, 1 indicates the school conducts “moderate research activity, 2 indicates the 
school conducts “higher research activity”, and 3 indicates the school conducts “highest research 
activity”7. These variables were then consolidated into one research level variable by taking the 
recoded basic classification from the closest year prior to a school endorsing the Chicago 
 
7 The research activity index comprises the following  indicators of research activity: research and 
development (R&D) expenditures in science and engineering, R&D expenditures in non-science and 
engineering fields, science and engineering staff, doctoral conferrals in humanities, social science, STEM, 




Statement. For schools that have not endorsed the Chicago Statement, the basic classification 
from 2018 was used.  
The independent variable measuring the partisanship of each school comes from the Cook 
Political Report. For each university, I took the PVI rating of the congressional district that the 
campus is located in. No recoding was performed on this variable.  
To operationalize school prestige, I created a prestige rating using data on tuition, enrollment, 
federal obligation, and admissions selectivity based on students’ ACT scores. Data for tuition 
and enrollment comes from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS). Data 
for federal obligation comes from National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics 
(NCSES) total federal obligations rankings. Because prestige refers to a long term, established 
perception, tuition, enrollment, and federal obligation were averaged over a five-year period to 
account for possible single-year irregularities. The schools were then rated based on their 
placement in the bottom, middle, or top third of the distribution. Data for admissions selectivity 
comes from the Carnegie Classification dataset and rates schools as being “inclusive”, 
“selective”, or “more selective”. The ratings of these for variables were averaged to create one 
overall prestige rating. This rating was then rescaled to take only values of 0 to 1.  
Lastly, because private schools are not beholden to the First Amendment to the same degree that 
public schools are, I created a dummy variable to account for the control of an institution with 0 
indicating the school is public and 1 indicating the school is private. Private schools in California 
were coded as 0 because of the application of the First Amendment to private schools imposed 





I estimated an ordered logit regression of the characteristic variables and school prestige on 
endorsement of the Chicago Statement. This initial model includes both characteristic variables 
as well as a prestige rating. This model takes the form: 
𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑖𝑡(𝑃(𝑌 ≤ 1)) =  𝛽0 1 +  𝛽𝑝𝑣𝑖 +  𝛽1𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑒𝑎𝑟𝑐ℎ +   
𝛽2𝑚𝑖𝑛𝑜𝑟𝑖𝑡𝑦 +  𝛽3𝑤𝑜𝑚𝑒𝑛 +  𝛽4𝑝𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑔𝑒 + 𝛽𝜎𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑜𝑙 
𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑖𝑡(𝑃(𝑌 ≤ 2)) =  𝛽0 2 +  𝛽𝑝𝑣𝑖 +  𝛽1𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑒𝑎𝑟𝑐ℎ +   
𝛽2𝑚𝑖𝑛𝑜𝑟𝑖𝑡𝑦 +  𝛽3𝑤𝑜𝑚𝑒𝑛 +  𝛽4𝑝𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑔𝑒 + 𝛽𝜎𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑡𝑟𝑜𝑙 
Where Y is the dependent variable of interest that takes an ordinal outcome of either 0, 1, or 2 to 
denote a non-endorsement, external endorsement, or internal endorsement, respectively. pvi is 
the partisan performance of a school’s congressional district, research is the Carnegie 
Classification research rating, minority is a binary variable that takes a value of 1 to indicate a 
school is a minority serving institution, women is a binary variable that takes a value of 1 to 
indicate a school is a women’s college, prestige is a rating that measures a school’s overall 
prestige, and control is a binary control variable that takes a value of 1 to indicated a school is a 




The results presented in Table 1 
support the theory that schools endorse 
the Chicago Statement to signal 
positive values rather than as a result 
of genuine concerns for free speech 
rights. Column (1) of Table 1 gives the 
results of the model run without the 
prestige measure. Initially, it appears 
that the research level, one of the 
characteristic variables, is positively 
associated with the dependent variable. 
However, once the prestige variable is 
included in column (2), we can see that 
reseaRch level is no longer significant. 
Instead, the prestige rating is the only variable that is significantly associated with the dependent 
variable in the hypothesized direction. Based on this model, holding constant all other variables, 
for a one unit increase in a school’s prestige rating, the odds of endorsing the Chicago Statement 
(externally or internally endorsing versus not endorsing) is multiplied 23.18 times.  
Part 2 
While the previous model indicates that universities endorse the Chicago Statement as an empty 
signal, it’s plausible that the endorsement may serve as a catalyst for or a result of reforming 
restrictive speech policies at schools that have historically been hostile to free speech. If this 
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were the case, then we may expect schools that have endorsed the statement to have better 
speech code ratings than schools that have not endorsed it. Endorsing the Chicago statement 
could also serve as a predictor for an improvement in school speech codes.  
 
Figure 1 shows the mean and standard error of schools’ speech codes for the year 2020. As we 
can see, schools that have endorsed the Chicago Statement have less restrictive speech codes 
than schools that have not endorsed the statement, albeit marginally. 
There could, of course, be a number of plausible explanations for this discrepancy that are 
unrelated to the Chicago Statement. To examine the role an endorsement plays in schools’ 
speech policies, I created a series of three models. The sample for these models comes from the 
2013 FIRE Spotlight on Speech Codes as FIRE’s database is the only historical data on schools’ 
speech codes. The sample comprises 373 schools.  
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The results of the first model are shown in Table 2. The dependent variable here is the change in 
a school’s speech code rating from 2013 to 2020. To create this variable, FIRE’s speech code 
ratings (red light, yellow light, and green light) were assigned numerical values of 1, 2, and 3. A 
change variable was then created by subtracting the 2013 rating from the 2020 rating. A value of 
1 would indicate that over the course of the  
eight years, a school improved their speech codes from either red to yellow light or yellow to 
green light. A negative value would indicate their speech codes grew more restrictive.  
 
The independent variable is the level of endorsement of the Chicago Statement. As with the 
previous models, this variable takes a value of 0, 1, or 2 to indicate a non-endorsement, external 
endorsement, or internal endorsement, respectively. The level of control of an institution was 
again included as a control. As we can see, a greater level of endorsement is associated with a 
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decrease in the restrictiveness of a school’s speech codes. That is, a school that has endorsed the 
Chicago Statement is more likely to have bettered their FIRE speech code rating.  
To establish temporal order (i.e. do improving speech codes spur an endorsement or does an 
endorsement inspire lifting speech restrictions), two models were constructed using time series 
data of schools’ speech code ratings over the period 2013 to 2020. The dependent variable for 
the first model is the level of endorsement of the Chicago Statement. For the independent 
variable, three change variables were calculated – one year, two year, and three year. For each 
change variable, the speech code rating for year t-i was subtracted from the speech code rating 
for year t. Control of the institution was again included as a control variable.  
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Table 3. presents the results of an ordered logit analysis of speech code changes and likelihood 
of endorsing the Chicago Statement. Schools that improve their speech codes over one, two, and 
three years are estimated to be more likely to endorse the Chicago Statement. For a one unit 
increase in the change of a school’s speech code rating over three years, the odds of endorsing 
the Chicago Statement (externally or internally endorsing versus not endorsing) is multiplied 
1.38 times. This would indicate that improving speech codes inspires a university to endorse the 
Chicago Statement. 
For the second model, three speech code change variables were again calculated. These change 
variables were calculated by subtracting the speech code rating for year t from the speech code 
rating for year t+i. The independent variable in this model is endorsement of the Chicago 
Statement.  
The results for this second model are presented in Table 4. There is a significant, positive 
association between the level of endorsement of the Chicago Statement, and future changes in a 
school’s speech codes. For a one unit increase in the level of endorsement of the Chicago 
Statement, we estimate a school’s change in speech code rating over a three year period to be 
.127. This would indicate that endorsing the Chicago Statement leads to an improvement in a 






While there is ample discussion on speech policies, this study sought to explore attitudes towards 
speech on university campuses. Stating a commitment to free speech through an endorsement of 
the Chicago Statement could bode well for campus free speech rights, if the endorsement is 
genuine. A genuine endorsement would indicate that the Chicago Statement has utility for 
students when gaging their ability to exercise their free speech rights on campus. In examining 
this, I find mixed results.  
Initial models indicate that schools that are more prestigious are more likely to have endorsed the 
Chicago Statement than schools that have attributes that are associated with positive attitudes 
towards free speech. This would suggest that an endorsement of the statement is not necessarily 
indicative of the campus speech climate. Rather, it points to an endorsement serving merely as an 
attempt to signal a positive speech climate.  
Subsequent models however, bring hope that an endorsement of the Chicago Statement indicates 
genuine positive changes at a university with regards to free speech. Improving speech code 
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ratings are positively associated with a stronger endorsement of the Chicago Statement. 
Furthermore, an endorsement of the Chicago Statement is positively associated with a future 
change in speech code ratings. It would appear that an endorsement of the statement may come 
in the midst of improving speech codes.  
One obvious limitation of this study is the fact that the sample used for the subsequent models 
was not chosen randomly. Unfortunately, because schools generally do not keep records of prior 
speech codes the only available historical speech code data comes from FIRE’s Spotlights on 
Speech Codes where they annually select and rate university speech codes.  
Conclusion 
The ability of students and faculty to exercise their free speech rights on campus is integral to the 
university achieving its mission to acquire and disseminate knowledge. In order to realize this 
mission, and the many secondary benefits that come from achieving this mission, universities 
must not only provide strong protections for speech but must also embrace vigorous debate of all 
sorts. 
Although speech codes can be a useful tool in gauging a school's openness to speech, many 
schools have not lived up to their written pledges to uphold and promote free speech rights on 
campus. This results in a confusing and, at times, hostile environment for students and faculty 
wishing to engage in open discourse especially if that discourse is not well received by the 
general campus population. Although it may be too early to fully gauge its sincerity, an 
endorsement of the Chicago Statement may be a way in which schools can indicate their 
evolving attitudes towards free speech. It would be useful in further analyses to perform a more 




While written speech codes don't always paint an accurate picture of a school's speech climate, 
the fact that we can observe these speech codes improving along with taking the extra step to 
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